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During the election campaign, President Arnoldo Aleman promised to make important economic
changes in Nicaragua, including an attack on unemployment and poverty. So far, however, the
most pressing item on the government agenda is resolution of the long and acrimonious debate
over property confiscated by the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) in the 1980s
(see NotiSur, 10/02/95 and 07/27/96). High-level talks between the Sandinistas and the Aleman
administration have so far failed to resolve fundamental differences on the property question, which
has lately been complicated by a scandal in the government's system for privatizing state assets.
Before taking office in January, Aleman met with US Ambassador John Maisto to discuss the
confiscation issue and, in particular, how Aleman proposed to back up the indemnization bonds that
ex-president Violeta de Chamorro's administration (1990-1997) issued to settle the claims. According
to Nicaraguan government figures, 1,700 claimants have so far been compensated, leaving 1,000
unresolved cases. But the US says only 700 claims have been settled.Maisto pointedly reminded
Aleman that the US has sent Nicaragua some US$900 million in aid since 1990, made possible only
by US willingness to waive penalties provided under the 1993 Helms Amendment.
To keep that aid flowing, Aleman will have to satisfy the US by the end of July that all remaining
property cases have been resolved (see NotiCen, 10/03/96). Aleman and Daniel Ortega move toward
rapprochement A crucial element in settling the property issue is ending the political standoff
between Aleman and FSLN leader Daniel Ortega. In a recent interview with the Dallas Morning
News, Aleman, whose property was confiscation and who suffered imprisonment under the
Sandinista government, said that he had "no spirit of revenge" against the Sandinistas. "The past
doesn't hold me back."
In his inaugural address, Aleman called upon the Sandinistas to accept a dialogue with his
administration "without conditions or agenda," to find solutions to the country's problems (see
NotiSur, 01/17/97). But the Sandinistas refused to attend his Jan. 10 inauguration because they
regard him as the heir to the Somoza dictatorship (1936-1979). Sandinista deputies also walked
out of the National Assembly in a dispute with Aleman's governing Alianza Liberal (AL) over the
election of key leadership posts. But both leaders have recognized the need for cooperation. The
Sandinistas have interests to protect, especially the land reforms and confiscations that have served
to cement their electoral support.
Likewise, the administration needs help from the Sandinistas the largest opposition party in the
Assembly if it is to make headway against the daunting economic problems facing the country.
The two leaders met on Jan. 13 and set up a bipartisan commission to make recommendations
on settling party differences. The commission is led by Vice President Enrique Bolanos and
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Sandinista legislator Bayardo Arce. Ortega promised to cooperate in resolving the confiscation issue,
suggesting that the remaining claims be settled under the formula adopted during the Chamorro
administration and codified in the 1995 Property Stability Law, which guarantees title to those
who received confiscated property legally under the Sandinista government's laws (see NotiSur,
11/02/95). However, Arce took a harder line on the commission, and talks stalled at the end of
February.
Any agreement on the issue has been further obstructed by Sandinista disapproval of the ousting
of FSLN government officeholders and the eviction, sometimes violent, of FSLN supporters living
on property currently in litigation. Sandinista members of the commission want the government
to suspend all evictions pending the outcome of the talks and to observe all guarantees under the
Property Stability Law. As for the administration, it is not clear whether Aleman intends to take an
inflexible stand. He told the Dallas Morning News, "If there's political will, the property problem
can be solved. There's land for everyone."
Nevertheless, the FSLN is concerned that Aleman's strategy may be to destroy the property
redistribution laws of the 1980s, a concern strengthened by Aleman's harsh election-campaign
rhetoric and by Bolanos's often-expressed view that the only remedy is the return of all confiscated
property. Corruption in privatization process may set talks back A corruption scandal involving the
privatization of state-owned sugar mills during the Chamorro administration now threatens to delay
further attempts at bipartisanship.
In early March, a videotape surfaced showing sugar-company owner Horacio Cuadra handing
over US$37,000 to Orlando Arguello Downing, an official of the government's privatization agency
(Corporacion Nicaraguense de Administracion Publica, CORNAP). The money allegedly was
a bribe to ensure the sale of three sugar mills to a company owned by Cuadra and his brother
Mario. Aleman has ordered a thorough investigation of the sales as well as of a US$12 million
loan made by the Central Bank and the Banco Nacional de Desarrollo to the Cuadra brothers.
The loan was suspiciously written off without explanation. The investigation could reach former
Sandinista officials, who acquired houses and other property in the last-minute confiscations carried
out following the FSLN's election defeat in 1990. Bolanos charged that Arce had torpedoed the
commission talks and suggested that the reason was fear among FSLN leaders that the investigation
would reach them and concern that a sugar mill owned by the FSLN could be affected by the
scandal.
Both Aleman and Bolanos have chided the Sandinista leaders for being concerned only that they
might have to pay for the houses they acquired through confiscation. "We haven't said that we are
going to throw the [former FSLN] commanders or former officials of the Sandinista government
out of their houses, but only that we will give them the opportunity to pay for the properties," said
Aleman. In response, Arce said that the president should stop representing the property issue
as just a matter of "a few houses." The administration should also stop using the houses of a few
Sandinistas as an excuse to invite the Somoza family to take legal action against beneficiaries of
the agrarian reform. [Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 11/11/96; Inforpress Centroamericana
(Guatemala), 01/30/97, 02/06/97, 02/13/97; Notifax (Nicaragua), 02/27/97; La Prensa (Nicaragua),
11/11/96, 01/10/97, 02/26/97, 02/28/97, 03/06/97, 03/07/97; Dallas Morning News, 03/02/97]
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